Science at the University of Cambridge, after a varied postdoctoral career in and around the Faculty of Oriental Studies at the University of Oxford.
the discovers of objects. It analyses how they shape and constrain the ways in which antiquity is constructed and offers strategies for breaking out of those habits to write richer, more inclusive and representative accounts of the past. To do so I draw on my experiences of directing a research project called Nimrud:
Materialities of Assyrian Knowledge Production, based at the Department of History and Philosophy of Science at the University of Cambridge in 2013-15. 1 Designed to develop an earlier phase of research for the benefit of targeted user groups, its aim was to produce a website that explored how archaeological artefacts find their way into gallery cases and museum websites, and how they are transformed from found objects into specimens for scientific and historical study.
2 Its focus was the ancient city of Kalhu, capital of the Assyrian empire in the early first millennium BC, which is now better known as the archaeological site of Nimrud in northern Iraq. For ancient history it has global significance as the location of the world's first imperial capital, while for the history of archaeology and museums it offers a complex web of rediscovery and reinterpretation, finds dispersal and disposal, embedded in the modern geopolitics of empire. The primary intended users of the website's Creative
Commons-licensed contents were curators of regional, non-specialist museums in the UK who have small numbers of artefacts from Nimrud under their care, usually within extraordinarily diverse collections, and who seek help in interpreting and displaying them.
One aspect of the project posed a serious problem: writing the history of excavation and interpretation of Nimrud. 3 In what follows I shall first describe the 'old habits' of story-telling about Nimrud that confronted us, and why we considered them problematic. I then present the solutions we developed to write a more nuanced, realistic and inclusive history of the site and the people who worked there, and how we responded to a newly emerging story-telling habit in the course of the project. Finally I reflect on our successes and defeats, which may be useful for those embarking on similar endeavours.
One of our methodologies was to uncover and critique the processes by which individuals have constructed situated knowledge, and created local object habits, about Nimrud over the past two centuries in response to previous generations' work. Inspired by sociologist of science Stephen Shapin's challenges to the myth of the scientific 'view from nowhere', I have thus chosen to expose my own processes of construction through a somewhat experimental narrative account of my own intellectual and emotional journey through the project.
4
Old habits die hard: the heroic celebrity fieldworker
In recent years, histories of scientific fieldwork have rightly critiqued and superseded formerly dominant hagiographical biographies of heroic lone fieldworkers. 5 Historians of archaeology too have worked hard to widen the focus from project leaders, exploring the roles of team members who had previously been rendered invisible by factors such gender, class, ethnicity, or social status, and to investigate the relation between the field and other sites of knowledge production such as museums, laboratories, and universities. 6 But in researching Nimrud's excavation history in 2014, Ruth Horry and I were surprised to come up against the old narrative habits again and again, in academic writings as well as more popular media. Given that we were writing for non-experts who were likely to turn to the most accessible sources first it was important to pay them particular attention. At that point in time, as exemplified by two easily accessible and widely read publications, the standard story came in two parts. Layard, as they were to all his contemporaries, as was the name of Kalhu itself.
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Even the most robust cuneiform inscriptions on stone could not yet be read.
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The Northwest Palace, and the neighbouring buildings we now understand to be temples, were the city (which he took to be a part of Nineveh) as their stone monuments were literally all that he could see of it.
We had covered the technologies of transport and complexities of empire in several pages of object biography, so there was no need to revisit those. But I did want to address the many ways in which British publics responded to Assyrian antiquity as it materialised in the British Museum and on the book stands. In particular, rather than picking out single images from popular publications for analysis, I looked at them in the context of the whole reading experience-a technique developed by historian of science Jim Secord as a way to recapture the ways in which new knowledge was positioned and interpreted in public discourse. Nimrud before the attack. 53 I also began to reflect on the ephemerality of the media outrage and to consider the ethics and pragmatics of planning for the site's future. I put together some simple diagrams to show just how much of the Northwest Palace had been removed by excavators, entrepreneurs and looters long before ISIS blew it up, in an attempt to counter simplistic assumptions that the palace had been perfectly preserved until that point. 54 I finally felt ready to bring the story of Nimrud to a provisional close -but of course it is not over yet.
Conclusions and reflections
Since Third, writing the history of the site by taking 'snapshots' at fifty-year intervals-a sort of meta-archaeology of archaeological work-was a mixed success. It enabled me to break free of teleology and to understand better how modern knowledge about ancient Kalhu was built up, re-thought and rebuilt over the decades. In particular, it highlighted the historical and geographical specificity of changing object habits. On site in the mid-19th century, Layard was learning how to comprehend a range of artefacts whose very existence had previously been almost entirely unsuspected. The logistical challenges of identification, documentation, and transportation were considerable, while the intellectual challenges of interpretation were vast indeed. Neither of these aspects of Layard's work has been fully considered before: he is mainly seen as a discoverer and promoter of artefacts whose historical meanings were constructed, largely unproblematically, back in London. Fifty years later, Kalhu had material manifestation only in the British Museum; elsewhere it was a place constructed entirely of words: those of Layard as much as those of the ancient texts (read now in black and white print facsimile more often than on clay or stone). Postwar, Mallowan and Christie returned the artefactual to the centre of investigation; but their object habits were firmly nostalgic and elitist, focused on the beautiful and the imperial to the exclusion of the practical and mundane.
More recently, as politics, warfare and insecurity have excluded researchers from Nimrud again, thwarting the promised methodological diversity of the late 20th century, object habits have again retreated to the familiar and the retrospective and the highly political.
These fifty-year intervals gave a clear structure to the narrative, and broke it down into manageable pieces for an online readership. But they also meant that in each essay I was looking back over the previous half-decade's work, rather than presenting a more straightforward linear narrative (though I provided a timeline as well). I suspect that this flashback style may be a little disconcerting for many readers. Ideally we would have road-tested this section of the site with a focus group during the course of the project, but project timings precluded this possibility. It may yet form the basis of a viable book, in which the relationship between the field and the various post-excavation sites of knowledge production could be explored in more detail, and more could be made of the meta-archaeological approach I took. Story-telling habits are as hard to break as any other, and I have no doubt created new ones of my own. However, I tried to account for how those habits have come to be-that is, to historicise the histories, even if I have shied away from historicising myself. They all served a purpose at the time they were created, even if they are no longer fit for purpose, and whether or not one thinks those were useful purposes to serve in the first place. The history of archaeology is much more than the nostalgic self-fashioning anecdotes of heroic field directors but encompasses a complex web of institutions and individuals, from patrons and procurers to practitioners and publics. As the case of Nimrud shows, the museum and its staff can play any or all of these roles in the construction of object habits and the communication of archaeological knowledge, all of which shape our understanding of the objects in its care. 
